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Reference sources act as a backbone of the library. The primary function of the 
reference source is to provide quick information or facts to the users. The new 
technology has transformed the shape of modern libraries. Information Access to 
electronic publications on the World Wide Web has made a great impact on the 
traditional form of reference sources.  It has changed the way we perceive and 
disseminate information. This advancement in technology has changed the 
traditional form of reference source into their electronic form. This paper aims to 
provide an overview of the reference sources (for example Encyclopedias, 
Dictionaries, Handbooks and Atlases) and services available in the Internet. It 
critically examines the merits and demerits of Internet based reference sources. 
 
1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 Information Access to electronic publications on the World Wide Web has made a great 
impact on the traditional form of reference sources. The innovation of Internet based reference 
sources has increasing popularity amongst librarians and users. It has increased the demand for 
extending the reference desk beyond the library walls. For example the introduction of online in 
the 70s, CD-ROMs in 80s and the rise of the Internet in the 90’s have made the librarians 
incorporate electronic sources and services into the traditional ones.  Now the goal is to meet the 
increasing demand for easy access to electronic reference sources: from the dorm room, the 
office, even from the kitchen table. This paper aims to provide an overview of the electronic 
reference sources (for example Encyclopedias, Dictionaries, Handbooks and Atlases) and 
services available in the Internet. It critically examines the merits and demerits of Internet based 
reference sources. 
 
2.  WHAT IS A REFERENCE SOURCE? 
 
A reference source is meant for consultation for a piece of specific information. It is not 
meant for continuous reading. A reference book may consist of disjointed entries of varying 
length. There are different types of reference sources like encyclopedias, dictionaries, directories 
etc.  
 
3.  INFORMATION SOURCES IN THE INTERNET 
 
Reference sources perform the basic function of providing quick and efficient 
information service. Even though we have a variety of reference sources in the Net, one should 
thing about the way in which information can be disseminated to the user. The information 
service in the Net can be viewed in two perspectives.  
Sridhar. S    2 
 
i) The user can submit questions via email or through the Web form. These questions are 
automatically routed to the particular server with the help of specialized software. The 
librarian or the staff can then log into the server and pick up the questions to answer 
them. The service can be done through mail or the librarian can direct the user to the 
particular site for his reference query.  
 
ii) The second method is creating a digitized collection and launching it in the Net for 
providing the services.  
 
There are varieties of reference sources available through Internet. The producers of 
encyclopedias, dictionaries, yearbooks, handbooks and atlases have made the ventures in 
creating online services.  Let us examine some of these sources and how far it helps in achieving 
the goal of finding the relevant information easily and quickly. 
 
3.1 Encyclopedias 
3.1.1.   Britannica Online (www.members.eb.com ) 
 
They provide free trial service for the duration of one month. The Encyclopedia 
Britannica is the world's most comprehensive reference product, a distinction it has held since its 
first publication in 1768. EB Online includes the complete encyclopedia, as well as Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary and the Britannica Book of the Year. One can also use EB 
Online to search an Internet directory that includes more than 1,30,000 links to Web sites 
selected, rated, and reviewed by Britannica editors. This site will be of great use to the librarian 
for handling the new changes in the reference services.  
 
In this site, one can find more than 72,000 articles, updated and revised by EB editors and 
contributors; over 10,000 illustrations, including photographs, drawings, maps, and flags; and 
more than 75,000 definitions - including pronunciation guides and word histories - from 
Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary. Advanced search and navigation capabilities and the 
power of the Internet make the Encyclopedia Britannica an invaluable reference and research 
tool. 
 
The major benefit of the web version of Britannica, as opposed to the print and CD-ROM 
editions, is the ability to have current and uptodate information on regular basis. In addition, a 
section titled ‘week in Review’ provides news and current affairs information. Britannica Online 
also includes a section called ‘Britannica Classics’, which contains articles written by prominent 
experts like Freud and Einstein taken from older editions. The addition of graphics, maps and the 
like gives more attraction to the online version. 
 
Some of the disadvantages of this online version is as follows: 
 
It doesn’t give more importance to the depth coverage of historical topics. For example, if 
a reader is looking for the full text of the ‘The Pledge’ and tries to find out exactly what ‘wagon’ 
people might fall off. It can be accessed only through the older editions. Hence it will be difficult 
to find out such information. The images, maps etc take a long time to load. 
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3.1.2  http://www.microsoft.com/encarta/reference/reference.htm 
  
The Encarta encyclopedia is a product of Microsoft and it is known as Encarta reference 
suite. Encarta reference suite is embedded with four products in one, Encarta English Dictionary, 
Encarta encyclopedia Deluxe: Encarta interactive world Atlas 2000, Encarta online deluxe. The 
encyclopedia deluxe includes 42,000 authoritative articles and  10,000 new historical archive 
articles. It includes 40 million words and more than 30% are new or updated. It gives links to 
historical events around the world. It is a fee-based service. 
 
3.1.3 http://www.bt-ern.co.uk/helicon/ 
 
The Hutchinson Online Encyclopedia is brought out by British Telecommunication  
(BT). Before proceeding you must either register or subscribe to the service. Registering will 
allow the users to access the bookshelf and over 40,000 articles, media, maps and more. 
 
3.1.4 http://www.encyclopedia.com/ 
 
Encyclopedia.com was created by Infonautics Corporation to give Internet users a simple, 
one-stop site to begin their research and answer basic questions. Composed of high-quality 
articles from The Concise Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia, Third Edition, the site links more 
than 14,000 diverse articles to the resources available on Infonautics' popular online research 
service. It gives over 170,000 Internet links. Keyword search is possible. 
 
3.1.5 http://www.funkandwagnalls.com/ 
 
Funk & Wagnalls Encyclopedia was created by Versaware. This is an unabridged 29-
volume encyclopedia, enriched with multimedia, flags, maps etc. It is also updated monthly. It 
includes Random House Webster's College Dictionary with over 165,000 entries. Other than this 
pronunciation key, abbreviation chart, writer's guide, signs and symbols chart, geographical facts 
and nations of the world are also given. It is totally free of cost, but needs registration.  
 
Search facilities:  
 
Power Search- Here simple search and combination search is possible. One can get 
instant results from the Encyclopedia, Dictionary, World news and Media index.  The user can 
search by giving article key words or they can rely on the article index, which is provided for the 
search. The user can also search through topic. Here the topics are classified under each broader 
subject. This makes a user to narrow down his search terms. 
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Let us see a quick comparison of some of these Encyclopedia products in the Internet. 
 
Product Encyclopedia.com Encarta 
Encyclopedia 
Encyclopedia 
Britannica 
Hutchinson 
Encyclopedia 
Cost Free $48.99 $125.00 50 to150 sterling 
Documents 14,000 42,000 72,000 40,000 
Internet Links 170,000+ 31,500+ 15,000+  
Additional 
Premium articles 
linked to 
3,000,000+ via 
Electric library 
800,000+ 72,000+  
Available in CD  Available Available Available 
Hardware 
required 
Any Internet 
capable computer 
same Same Same 
Platform Any Internet 
capable computer 
same Same same 
 
3.2 Dictionaries 
3.2.1   Online Dictionary (Dictionary.com, http://www.dictionary.com ) 
  
The site dictionary.com incorporates Webster’s Dictionary to serve as an effective and 
efficient reference tool for the librarians. The user can search for the meanings, etymological 
explanation etc. The site provides guidelines to the user about how to use the word or how to 
frame a sentence using the particular word by giving examples. In addition this site includes 
number of sections, which are as follows: 
 
i.  ASK DICTIONARY: This particular link helps in finding out the meaning, adjectives, adverbs 
etc. by consulting Webster’s Dictionary. 
 
ii.  COMMUNITY SERVICE: Serves the community of readers on the WWW, e.g.: delivering 
online periodicals, newspapers, classic texts etc. 
 
iii. TRANSLATING DICTIONARIES:  Translation services are also provided in the Internet. 
Librarians can use this site for providing translation service to the users. The user can search 
through Spanish, Italian, German, French, Latin, and Portuguese. The search can be done using 
either wildcard searches or Boolean operators. 
 
3.2.2  http://www.wordsmyth.net/ 
 
Wordsmyth – The educational dictionary-thesaurus 
 
This source has something to offer writers, educators, and students who seek various 
kinds of linguistic assistance or English language illumination. Wordsmyth is an innovative and 
evolving language reference source that meshes the functions of a dictionary and a thesaurus 
with powerful and flexible search capabilities. This also includes example sentences and phrases, 
and indicators of context and grammar. It offers extensive cross-referencing too; for each 
meaning of a word, lists of synonyms and similar words are provided, each hyperlinked to its 
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own precise definition. The web site as a whole offers suggestions for how to use Wordsmyth as 
a learning resource. Speed and convenience of use and reliability of content are prime features of 
the WEDT.  It is much more than a printed version of traditional reference sources. In some 
important ways, WEDT exploits the potential of new information technologies to surpass the 
functionality of the print dictionary and thesaurus as well as many of their online descendants. 
Users have access to the dictionary-thesaurus' entire contents via two search modes: the simple 
and the advanced search. If you simply wish to look up a word, the simple search mode is useful. 
Advanced searches allow multiple entry points into the contents of the dictionary-thesaurus 
because you can search the headwords and the synonyms, the similar words, the definitions and 
the parts of speech--even the examples.  
 
The link ‘resources’ gives information about other available online resources in the same 
field. Access to this site is not bound to any subscription rate. 
 
3.2.3 http://www.cup.cam.ac.uk/elt/dictionary/  
 
Cambridge International Corpus of English contains over 250 million words of written 
and spoken English, from a huge number of different texts. It includes British English and 
American English, as well as English from other parts of the world. Here are some examples of 
the kinds of written and spoken sources that Corpus includes: Written English: novels, 
newspapers, scientific papers, adverts, e-mails and personal letters. Spoken English: spontaneous 
conversations, interviews, lectures, and meetings. Cambridge International Dictionary of English 
dictionaries includes features such as clear illustrations for words that are easier to show than to 
explain. 
 
This site is divided into 5 main sections, each of which is accessed by clicking on the 
appropriate tab icon at the TOP of the screen. The home page provides easy access to the most 
commonly used features of this site. The icons (buttons or tabs) act as links to information and 
are used just as you would use a standard text hyperlink, by clicking on them. The five sections 
are sub-divided into categories, which are accessed by clicking on the appropriate icon in the 
left-hand column. Categories can occasionally be divided into sub-categories but will normally 
generate a list of topics or site features. The five sections provide links to the different types of 
information and facilities available in this site. 
 
3.3  Maps and Atlases 
3.3.1 Online Maps and Atlases (http://www.atlapedia.com/index.html ) 
 
Atlapedia Online contains full colour physical and political maps as well as key facts and 
statistics on countries of the world. This facilitates a librarian to provide information related to 
geographical aspects. This site has two major links, which are listed below: 
The Countries ‘A to Z’ section, provides facts, figures and statistical data on geography, climate, 
people, religion, language, history, economy & more for each individual country. 
The ‘World Maps’ section provides full color physical and political maps for regions of the 
world. These sites can be used for providing quick references to the users. The main 
disadvantage of the site is that it takes lot of time to load the maps and some of them are very old 
which doesn’t give depth coverage of the geographical boundaries. 
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3.3.2 http://www.encyberpedia.com/ency.htm 
  
The site ‘encyberpedia.com’ provides links to a number of sources like atlases, 
biographies, glossaries etc. in which atlas in an excellent source composed of high quality 
information. We can view the information under the following sub headings: geography, people, 
government, economy, communications, transportations and military. Political and physical 
maps of different countries of the world are also given. This site is being hosted by voltage.com. 
This Encarta world Atlas-with detailed 3-D map includes 21 dynamic map style with multimedia 
effects and covers17 million places and names. 
 
3.4 Directories 
3.4.1  http://www.cncentral.com/ref.html 
 
Club Net Reference - links and reviews of reference sites on the net. 
This site 1996 by Brandon Fuhrmann & Jeffrey Hansbury has different links through which they 
provide number of services. For example the link Research-It - it enables us to search different 
dictionaries (eg: Merriam Webster, Law dictionaries), thesaurus, translating dictionaries, etc. It 
also helps us to search for biographic information and quotations. We can also search for maps, 
phone numbers, facts, financial information,   Stock market prices,. It also provides the facility to 
search through e-mail discussion groups. The site has links to Amazon.com, People find, 
Mapquest etc 
 
3.4.2 http://www.lkwdpl.org/readref.htm 
 
Ready Reference Sites - a subject index based on the Dewey Decimal System. 
This is a selection of ready reference web sites created by the staff of Lakewood Public Library. 
All the subjects are arranged in the same order as of DDC. From “Generalities”, links have been 
given to encyclopedia, dictionaries, directories etc. From “Philosophy and Psychology” one can 
search in different encyclopedia of Philosophy, biographies of philosophy, and philosophy on the 
Internet. Like this links from all the ten classes have been provided to a variety of resources. The 
access is totally free. 
 
4. ADVANTAGES OF ELECTRONIC RESOURCES       
 
Electronic information sources are often faster than consulting print sources, especially 
when searching retrospectively, and they are more straight forward when wishing to use 
combinations of keywords. They open up the possibility of searching multiple files at one time, a 
feat accomplished more easily than when using printed equivalents. Electronic resources can be 
printed and searches can be saved to be repeated later.  They are updated more often than printed 
tools. One main advantage, especially to distance learners or those with limited time to access 
the library, is their availability from outside the library by dial-up access. One more added 
feature of Internet reference sources is the hyperlinking facility. We can jump from one site to 
another with the help of hyperlinks. 
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4.1 Factors to be Considered in providing Reference based on Electronic Sources 
  
a) The participating libraries should have the infrastructure for providing access to the 
electronic sources to their users. 
 
b) The librarian should take one more step further instead of just providing access to 
the Internet. He or she should take the responsibility of evaluating the web resource 
for providing the effective service.  
 
c) The librarian should have depth knowledge about the web resources and the search 
engines, which will give the real power to the reference librarian to answer the 
queries. 
 
d) The librarian should put his efforts to create a Web directory of the Internet 
resources so that it can be used or referred to by a user whenever it is need for 
providing the services. 
 
e) The users of the library should be given a proper training and explanation  
 
f) about Internet sources and the search options. 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
  
As a reference librarian in today’s networked environment one would like to provide 
greater electronic access to a variety of products. It may not always be the best option for our 
users as far as financial considerations are concerned. Regardless of what option we choose, it is 
important for librarians to have formal collection policies to guide in that selection, particularly 
in this age of ever-changing technologies. Even though the introduction of electronic resources 
has had a significant impact on reference service, a shift to Web-based resources does not mean a 
great change in our traditional activities. While we may concentrate on creating Web pages to 
assist in using these resources, evaluating Web sites, and making executive decisions on moves 
to DVD-ROM, these activities will not take away from our traditional role of offering assistance 
and instruction.  
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